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[bookmark: _Toc456901515][bookmark: _Toc150275205]Introduction 

Over the past 50 years domestic violence along with financial abuse has been a global challenge declared by Woman’s Aid. With Sadly, 2.3 million people aged 16 to 74 experiencing domestic abuse and 20% of these victims also suffering from financial abuse. (Leenders, 2021).  While recognising the importance of these issues and acknowledging that men and woman can be victims of domestic abuse through working in a high street bank, I have seen first hand the importance of supporting a victim in crisis. With domestic abuse reports higher than they have ever been before through the lockdown/pandemic I have researched what was accomplished by the charities working closely with these victims and survivors. The work these charities do on a daily basis is paramount to these victims, the support they give through chat services, online services and telephone services is a phenomenal amount of work and help for the victims. The cost-of-living crisis also plays into domestic and financial abuse, and it is expected that the volume of reports while rocket over the Christmas period due to the stress of finances. So, what are the banks and building societies doing to help, support and protect their customer? 
Some high street banks are pioneering in their support for these victims with TSB Bank offering a ‘flee fund’ for up to £500 to help victims flee their abuser and banks such as HSBC and The Cooperative Bank offering Safe Space for their customers to have a private room to discuss with a trusted employee what they are going through, to Starling Bank offering a tool to ‘hide’ abuse references. It seems the banks and building societies are acting. But there is still a long way to go to implement these features, tools and practices in all banks and building societies. 
This report will detail what the banks and building societies are currently doing to help and support their customer, what charities are calling on banks to help with and what the Financial Conduct Authority and Consumer Duty Policies have changed over the years to help support vulnerable customers including victims of domestic and financial abuse. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275206]What is a vulnerable customer?

According to the NHS (2023) a vulnerable adult (person over the age of 18) is a person who is unable to take care of themselves or protect themselves from exploitation and/or unable to report abuse. Vulnerable adults may need community care services due to disability (mental or other), age or illness.  
Many life experiences can influence adult vulnerability, experiences of vulnerability in childhood may negatively impact adults in later life – particularly if someone has fewer protective factors in place, such as a supportive family or a stable household income. This is why many people have different understandings of what vulnerability is and what it means to them. 
There are many types of vulnerabilities such as ease of access, support with interactions and communications, physical wellbeing, mental wellbeing, life event, managing finances and understanding finances and being a victim of abuse. 
According to an article written by Tracy (2019) “Abuse is defined as any action that intentionally harms or injures another person”. An abuser is purposefully harmful in any way. There are many kinds of abuse encountered by adults, including: physical abuse, verbal abuse, sexual abuse, self-abuse, financial abuse, and domestic abuse. 
As mentioned, the FCA have put new regulations in place for the banks to follow to ensure vulnerable customers needs are met and they are supported. Banks such as HSBC, TSB, The Metro and The Co operative have partnered up with many organisations to put a stance on domestic abuse and financial abuse. 
Sadly, according to (Leenders, 2021) 2.3 million people aged 16 to 74 experienced domestic abuse. Domestic abuse is typically when an incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour or violence by a person who is or has been an intimate partner or family member. This type of abuse can make it difficult for victims to reach out in fear of being 'caught’ or simply because they are being completely controlled by the abuser. It has been globally reported that the impact of COVID-19 created conditions in which domestic abuse expanded and worsened in a catastrophic way. Abuse has increased and more people are seeking help, sadly there will be many more victims suffering in silence.  According to The Respect phone line, which provides confidential advice to victims about violence and domestic abuse, had a 27% increase in phone calls in the week commencing the 30 March 2020, in comparison with the week before. The Refuge’s National Domestic Abuse Helpline has seen a consistent upward trend in the demand calls coming through - 50% since lockdown measures were put into place and according to the Met Police the figures recorded that domestic abuse incidents has seen a rise each year, for example, 17,275 incidents where recorded between 9 March and 19 April 2020, this was a 9% increase on the same period the year before (2019). (Hughes, 2021)
Research from the domestic violence charity Women’s Aid shows that 20% of UK women experienced financial abuse and over 17% of UK men have experienced financial abuse in either a current or past relationship with partner or family member, this means a staggering amount of victims are suffering from theft (money or valuables), in some severe cases the abuser may have appointed themselves to look after the victims money on their behalf, this could lead to the abuser using the funds inappropriately or coercing the victim to spend funds in ways they are not happy with. 
According to Surviving Economic Abuse (2023), one in three victim-survivors do not tell anyone about financial abuse or when they do it is most likely to be a friend or family member. Surviving Economic Abuse charity research also shows that only 40% of those who experience financial abuse recognise this from the beginning of the relationship. 
Based on research conducted by the charity Woman’s Aid in 2019 just under half of the survivors of abuse who have young children are unable to pay for essentials for their children, this could be food, nappies, clothes etc. This then increases the likeliness that the victim may build up debt across several financial institutions for example, payday loans, credit cards, overdrafts, personal loans all with high interest rates with long unachievable terms, in some cases taking years to repay and impacting credit rating along the way. 
[bookmark: _Toc150275207]What the banks are doing to support customer suffering from domestic abuse and/or financial abuse and what could the the banking sector do better to support these customers? 
All the above factors play into how a victim of abuse may do their day-to-day banking and manage their finances, the banks and their employees now need to be more vigilant then ever as there has been such an increase. This means employees now need to use their training and skills when communication and having interactions with customer whether that be over the counter (cashier desk) or in an appointment, staff need to know their customers and know their trends, customers financial trends are also monitored by the fraud team to insure there are not out of character transactions on the customers’ account. 
Many banks offer a nongeographical account for customer suffering from domestic abuse this stop anyone and specifically the abuser knowing what part of the country they are in and/or who they bank with. TSB Bank are one of the first banks to offer a ‘flee fund’ this mean the customer that is suffering from abuse will be able to get up to £500 paid into their TSB bank account that only they can access. The money will assist them with the cost of essentials such as travel, clothing, and toiletries. Several banks have also partnered up with Safe Spaces, Woman’s Aid and Hestia to ensure their customers are getting the help and support they need and deserve. (GOV.UK, 2023)
When researching other banks for example, HSBC, there does not seem to be obvious support for customers suffering from abuse. Their support page contains facts and support lines to help customers who are having money worries, have been through a life event for example, a bereavement and customers who are physically and/or mentally impacted. The webpage has tables bullet pointing what the bank can support the customer with and dedicated phone numbers for specific departments and/or charities. 
There is no clear indication on what they can and will do to help any customer suffering from abuse, specifically financial abuse. 
HSBC only offer nongeographical or generic sort codes when account is opened online, this means if a customer was to open an account in branch their sort code would be linked to that branch, therefore linked to that town, city, country etc. A nongeographical sort code is commonly used when victims or survivors are trying to protect their funds in their bank account and stop the abuser finding out where they bank but most importantly the town, city country they may be living in if they have fled the abusive relationship. 
In comparison, TSB Banks are a high street bank based only in the United Kingdom and HSBC are a global bank, however the research shows that TSB Bank are providing more support for vulnerable customers suffering from domestic or financial abuse. TSB Bank website search function brings up an array of ways to help customers when the word ‘abuse’ is typed in and HSBC webpage found ‘no results found’ when searching for the same word, ‘abuse’. 
During 2018 Monzo launched a 'Share with Us' tool to support customers who need to disclose sensitive information in a confidential and discreet manner. By reporting via this feature allows the information to be logged with customers' consent and is untraceable.
Natalie Ledward, Monzo's head of vulnerability, access, and inclusion, said: 
“Since its launch in 2018, Share with Us has helped us to support our customers in their time of need. 
Although people may think their banking app is not the obvious first port of call if they're experiencing abuse, we can work directly with the customer to point them towards services that can get them the right kind of help.
Worryingly, we are now receiving disclosures of abuse every couple of days, so it's now more important than ever that we raise awareness of tools like this that could help victims when they need it most.” (Ledward, 2018)
Banks and financial institutions have the overwhelming ability to support victims and survivors of domestic abuse, economic abuse and/or financial abuse, but the perceived taboos about discussing money and or domestic abuse can prevent many victims and these companies’ customers from seeking help and support. By the employee choosing to approach this topic first and ask the right questions (open questions: who, where, what, when and how), banks can become a vital lifeline and a constant support for the victim/customer. Research shows that 70% of UK adults believe that financial institutions should be doing more to address abuse. 
More recently the FCA identified a lack of consideration within financial institutions to how victim’s circumstances could affect their ability to make decisions about money and other assets. It is paramount to take these into consideration in cases of intimate partner abuse. Refusing an abuser’s demand can be dangerous. Victims that do not have the correct support may feel like debt or over-spending is their safest option. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275208]Staff Training. 

Within TSB Bank there are several courses and training to complete and be confident when this specific training is needed, for example there is specific training to help employees manage customer suffering from suicidal thoughts, mental health, domestic abuse and how to utilise Safe Spaces with the customer. 
It is paramount that employees know the difference between sympathy and empathy, if a customer is suffering from domestic abuse and confiding in that person, they must show empathy for the situation they are in and guide them to help and support from professionals such as Woman’s Aid, Hestia, Safe Spaces, and many more other charities supporting woman and men suffering from abuse. The meaning of sympathy is usually used to convey pity or sorrow for someone who is experiencing misfortune and empathy is when the employee can imagine themselves in that situation, experiencing the emotions of that customer. (Dictionary.com, 2018)
The emotional health scale can be a useful tool to use when engaging with a vulnerable customer, it can help the employee and the customer gage how they feel in the moment, ranging from coping to struggling to cope, a variety of things may happen to send the customer from coping to struggling to cope. It is rarely one incident but a combination of negative life events and thoughts that moves a person towards struggling to cope and being at the struggling to cope side of the scale can make the customers susceptible to vulnerability. This is why it is important to understand where the customer is on the scare to be able to support them and move then up to the coping end of the scale. 
Evidence suggests that active listening will help the customer feel understood, heard, valued, and respected by the employee, although it is not the employees’ job to solve the customers problems but by allowing the customer space to externalise and express how they feel will create mutual respect and a safe space for the customer. By active listening the employee is ensuring intensive understanding of the customers language and able to read between the line of words they are using, therefore able to ask relative, open questions (who, what, where, when, how, tell me more about). Evidence suggests to not interrupt the customer when they are sharing feelings/concerns as it may have taken the customer a lot of courage to discuss these issues with the employee, however the employee must show signs of listening such as short words of encouragement.  (NHS England, 2021)
(Meima, 2018) discusses Stephen Covey’s seven habits of highly effective people and his five levels of listening: Ignoring, Pretending, Selective, Attentive and Empathetic. When having these raw and vulnerable conversations with the customer, the employee must ensure they are empathetic and fully engaged in what the customer is telling them. The disadvantage of ignoring, pretending to listen or selective listening can have a negative impact on that customer and the situation they are currently in. 
Lloyds Banking Group has an article on their website detailing what they do and strive to do for vulnerable customers. The acknowledge that they are not experts, however, they do have training to help vulnerable customers. Throughout the article they have acknowledged that domestic abuse has had a significant increase and that their customers have been searching for help on their website. This being said, there is no link with support from Safe Spaces or any domestic abuse charities as they work in partnership with mental health charities and links to these pages are on their website. (Rutter, 2021)
Santander Bank have a small fact section on their website detailing what financial abuse is and two phone numbers to call for support, both are the banks phone numbers not a charity and do offering face to face appointments if customers would prefer to discuss this in person. There are no links to support out with the bank and no mention of domestic abuse. (Santander, n.d.)
In conclusion these banks offer their colleagues internal training and acknowledge that their staff are not experts however they are there to listen and support. The research shows that TSB Bank seem to have the best tools to be able to help these customers suffering from domestic or financial abuse as they have had extra training through Safe Spaces and more charity resources/knowledge. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275209]Safe Spaces. 

There are currently a handful of financial institutions (TSB Bank, The Co-Operative Bank and Metro Bank) that provide a safe space for their customers and non-customers. Safe space provides a safe and discreet way to reach out to friends and family and contact specialist support services. TSB Bank have become the first bank to join the online safe spaces initiative, which is to help victims digitally as well as in person. Safe spaces will provide a discreet online portal from the TSB Bank website for victims to receive advice and signposting to get the support they need. Most importantly, it leaves no internet history trace and provides quick exit options. 
In October alone, 178000 people used online safe space, compared to the usual average of 70000 per month. This demonstrates the importance of offering both the face-to-face and digital service for victims of domestic abuse. (Hestia, n.d.)
A TSB Money confident expert will ensure a private meeting room away from the banking hall to allow the customer to make any phone calls, or even gather their thoughts, they can also help the customer use the ‘bright sky’ app to show what support is available to them in that area, the employee can help you make any phone calls to the police, support network or charities and all branch staff have had specialist training on how to support victims of domestic abuse. (TSB Bank, n.d.)

In conclusion the demand for Safe Spaces to be accessible for all customers is high, this is something that banks and the FCA need to investigate how to implement into all banks as part of staff training and customer support. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275210]Woman’s Aid and Hestia.

Woman’s Aid is a charity founded in the 1970s who initially wanted to help women struggling with patriarchy, sexism, and male violence. Today Woman’s Aid’s focus is to eradicate domestic violence and abuse and to stand with other feminist charities to eradicate violence against woman and girls. Woman’s Aid aim to help woman and girls live in a world where abuse is not tolerated. 
Woman’s Aid have realised their 2023 domestic abuse report and the figures are harrowing (Clark et al., 2023) The evidence shows that the percentage of woman who accessed the domestic abuse support service in the year 2021-22 was 75.6% and most of these people were between the ages of 21 and 45 and 62% of these women had children, with an average of 1.3 children per woman. 
The percentage of the survivors was 28.7% and they reported having a disability and, of these respondents, 56% had a mental health disability and 22.3% had a physical health disability. 
41% of the woman using the services had mental health support needs, which increased to 50.2% of those in refuge. 
Sadly, there were 12.1% service users who were not British nationals and 30% did not have recourse to public funds.
The evidence reports that 94.6% of perpetrators were male and 73.0% of perpetrators were a partner or ex-partner of victim.
The most common kinds of abuse reported by woman reaching out by using Woman’s Aid were emotional abuse (85.5%) and jealous or controlling behaviour (64.4%). Woman also commonly reported experiencing physical abuse (53.5%). The length of abuse experienced ranged from 0 years to 66 years. The average length of abuse was six years and one month.
Woman’s Aid offer a discreet way on contact through the chat service on their website or email address to email, the also offer support from other charities such as: The National Domestic Abuse Helpline, The Men’s Advice Line, The Mix and The National LGBT+ Domestic Abuse Line to call and speak to a professional. 
Since the launch of the Emergency Flee fund through TSB and Woman’s Aid, TSB have helped 136 TSB customers with an average sum of £356 provided to each victim. TSB data also shows that over a third (35%) of people who accessed a Flee Fund were escaping their abusive situation with one or more children. TSB also have also put plans in place to make it easier to open a bank account for those who are impacted by domestic, financial, or economic abuse and will be putting blocks in place to prevent abusive or threatening terms being sent to payees, with over 8000 abusive references stopped from reaching their targets. 
Hestia are a UK based charity who help and support adults and children in times of crisis. Hestia supports victims of moder slavery domestic abuse to helping people find a permanent home or manage their finances. They support people in their moment of crisis to enable them a better life. The charity has almost nine hundred and fifty volunteers across London who all provide specialist skills to ensure the customer feels supported, valued, and listened to. 
Hestia also work closely with national programmes, campaigns and digital tools such as: Respond to Abuse, Safe Spaces, Everyone’s Business, UK SAYS NO MORE and Bright Sky App. These are all charities that work together to prevent domestic abuse and to support victim/survivors. 
Last year 2022 Hestia support over 150000 men, woman, and children in crisis. 95% of service users felt safe and secure whilst receiving their support and 18389 hours were given by 837 volunteers in the last year.  (Hestia, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc150275211]Has the cost-of-living affected victims of domestic abuse?

The cost-of-living crisis is a worrying time for many people. However, for those experiencing domestic abuse, it can be dangerous, traumatic, and relentless. During these unprecedented times victims of domestic abuse are being faced with two options, these are to remain in an unsafe home or face financial hardship or even homelessness.  
The threat of financial hardship or homelessness must be traumatic to these victims choosing to leave an abusive relationship. The cost-of-living crisis has only increased this trauma for victims. (SafeLives, n.d.)  
(Channel 4 News, 2023) report discusses how the cost of living crisis is affecting victims of domestic abuse, a refuge where woman normally only stay for 6 months are now staying for up to 2 years in some cases, as these woman are unable to move on due to the cost of living crisis, this means woman who need to go into refuge due to fleeing abuse are having to look elsewhere and maybe further than they would like to go. 66% of survivors who were survived by Channel 4 for this report said that their abuser used the cost-of-living crisis as a tool for coercive control. 
In conclusion the cost-of-living crisis is having a catastrophic impact of victims suffering from domestic abuse and are faced with having the difficult decision whether to leave and possibly have no financial stability or stay with their abuser to ensure a roof is over their head. No human should have to make this decision. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275212]Implications of COVID-19

For many people, home is not a place of safety. Therefore, when they country went into lockdown in March 2020 this put hundreds of thousands of victims of domestic abuse in more danger than they where before. The lockdown meant that victims had no escape and were trapped in a house with their abuser. The lockdowns, restrictions, and isolation, it made it more difficult for professionals who work with people experiencing abuse to provide support to those who need it. 
SafeLives conducted a ‘Safe at home survey’ whereby 107 victims took part, the results show that 25% of victims rated their safety at home as 5 out of 10 whereby 0 is the least safe and 10 is the safest. (SafeLives, 2020).
Early in the pandemic a group of brave and pioneering survivors put forward the idea of a code word to be used in shops that were allowed to be open through lockdown – supermarkets and pharmacies. With support from the DA Commissioner and Victim’s Commissioner, SafeLives proposed a scheme to the Home Office. This scheme is called Ask for ANI, which stands for: Action Needed Immediately. When you ask for ANI, you will be offered a private space, provided with a phone, and asked if you need support from the police or other domestic abuse support services. (Gov.UK, 2018). 
In conclusion the domestic abuse charities quickly realised how lockdown was affecting victims of domestic abuse and SafeLives made the government aware – there Ask for ANI was founded and was used every 30 hours during the first lockdown says Woman’s Aid. Although the level of support and help has increased significantly since the COVID-19 pandemic for customer suffering from domestic abuse and or financial abuse there is only one bank that currently offers the Emergency Flee Fund, this means there are hundreds of thousands of customers who are not being supported by their banks and could put these customers in a position whereby they are unable to leave their abuser. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275213]What is the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) doing to help vulnerable customers?

The Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) recently brought in new laws surrounding the vulnerable customer policies within the financial sector. This steamed from COVID-19, as it created circumstances which increased domestic abuse and legislation has been changed by Parliament to help protect victims. This was put into place 2020. It is important to know and recognise that financial abuse is a recognised form of domestic abuse, and The Domestic Abuse Act recognises the role that financial abuse plays in applying control over victims and restricting their freedom to leave abusive relationships. And the long-term damage and effects it has even id the victim is to leave. 
99% of cases of domestic abuse victims are also being financially and economically abused. According to The National Crime survey 2.4 million cases of domestic abuse in England and Wales for the year to March 2019 and they also said this figure should be taken as minimum figure as the challenges faced by those who are in an abusive relationship feel unable and/or are sceptical or scared to report it. Since the pandemic and lockdown in 2019 the numbers of phone calls to the police and the helplines have risen, with service providers such as banks reporting an increase in cases. This is why banks have now begun to partner with charities to help support their customers in times of crisis. 
The FCA’s vulnerability guidance published on 23/02/21 has now recognised that domestic abuse is a factor that is more than likely to place consumers in vulnerable circumstances and situations, meaning they can be and are especially susceptible to harm, particularly where a business does not act with appropriate levels of support or care.
The fact that financial abuse is so well hidden and that its victims are, by the very nature of their situation, often invisible to the financial services sector and regulators cannot be a reason for inaction. Organisations need to be aware of the signs and to work together to improve the longer-term outcomes for survivors so that they can rebuild their financial lives alongside their physical and mental health.

[bookmark: _Toc150275214]How have the FCA guidelines evolved over time?

Many established banks have already signed up to the UK Finance 2021 Financial Abuse Code, this code lays out the ways in which banks and building societies should and need to respond to vulnerable customers, including those who have and/or are experienced/experiencing economic abuse. However, the Financial Abuse Code only sets out a guideline response. Banks and building societies should use it as a foundation or starting point on which to build relationships with customers and employees able to give compassionate responses. (Surviving Economic Abuse, n.d.) (Adams et al., 2008)
The Financial Abuse Code 2021 focuses on addressing these issues and it includes important consideration of how bank and building societies can deal with debt separation, including consideration of controlling and coercive behaviour. The FCA acknowledge that this is a complex area and they have said there will be a continuous focus for their members throughout 2022. There is currently still no legal framework for the fair separation of debts or apportionment of credit balances. (Leenders, 2021)
The FCA launched a new aim/guideline for the banks to follow this was to ensure the fair treatment of customers in vulnerable circumstances. This guidance sets out that, to achieve good outcomes for customers in vulnerable circumstances and ensure that those outcomes are as good as for other customers, bank and building societies need to firstly, understand the needs of the customer, then ensure all employees have the correct skills, training and capabilities to recognise and respond to the needs of the vulnerable customer, respond to customer needs throughout product design and have flexible customer service options e.g. Telephone banking, internet banking, video banking etc., the FCA will closely monitor and asses if the individual banks and building societies are meeting and responding to the customer needs and making improvements where this is not happening. (FCA, 2022)
The FCA have have realised their 2023/24 business plan and have acknowledged the cost-of-living crisis and the effect this may have on vulnerable customers. They have clearly outlined that their focus is to help and ensure vulnerable customers are supported by their bank. By putting new consumer duty laws in place on 31st July 2023 this will ensure all banks and building societies follow a clear and structured policy to allow customer to have good outcomes. The new consumer duty rules are as follows: 
“A new Consumer Principle that requires firms to act to deliver good outcomes for the retail customers. 
Cross-cutting rules providing greater clarity on out expectations under the new Principle and helping firms interpret the four outcomes: Products and services, price and value, consumer understanding and customer support.
Rules relating to the four outcomes we want to see under the consumer duty. These represent the key elements od the firm-consumer relationship which are instrumental in helping to drive good outcomes for customers.” (FCA, 2021)
These rules require banks and building societies to consider the needs, objectives, and customer type, including customers with vulnerabilities and asses how they behave throughout the customer journey. The banks and building societies will need to understand, asses and evidence that these outcomes are being met to be able to give a good customer outcome.  
Every bank and building society have their own procedures and policies on supporting vulnerable customers. Major high street banks have articles and links on their websites without support links and what that specific bank or building society promises to help you with. Some of these banks and building societies have dedicated lines to help vulnerable customers. Customers are encouraged to speak to their bank if facing difficult circumstances whether that be because of the cost of living, a life event or abuse. (Surviving Economic Abuse, n.d.-b)
[bookmark: _Toc150275215]What more can the banks do to support domestic abuse victims/survivors?

As mentioned above the FCA set out guidance for banks and building societies to follow to ensure the fair treatment of vulnerable customers.  This includes customers who have experienced domestic, financial, economic or any other type of abuse. Many major banks and building societies have also signed up to the 2021 Financial Abuse Code. 
Policies and procedures may vary from bank to bank; however the industry guidance outlines what the banks and building societies should be doing to support vulnerable customers. These are: 
To ensure employees respond with empathy and be sensitive to the issues the customer is facing, ensure the conversation is confidential by speaking to the customer in a closed off private room in both face to face and on the phone cases. The conversation should not be overheard by any other customer. 
As a bank or building society they should be more accommodating and responsive to your needs and act outside of ‘normal’ procedures where needed to support the customer. This could be as simple as offering a longer appointment to the customer giving the customer more time to make any financial decisions. 
The employee of the bank or building society should never ask you to repeat your story. Where possible, employees should record and make note of the information securely on your profile so that other staff members and departments can access it. This is often called a Tailored Support Flag. This allows the customer to speak to different employees across the business without having to explain their vulnerabilities every time they engage with the bank or building society. 
The bank or building society should offer specialist help where they can. There may be specialist services and external charities that may help the situation the customer is in, for example, specialist debt services or independent legal advice. These specialists can help customers make the correct financial decision for them. 
If the customer is comfortable for the bank to phone a family member or friend for them to help support this should be done in all cases. 
When necessary and if the bank or building society feel the customer is in immediate danger, they will call the police and they can do this on behalf of the customer. If the customer tells the bank or building society that by calling the police will put them at risk them, it is advised not to call the police. In many banks this procedure is called ‘banking protocol’. 
Starling Bank and TSB Bank have launched a new feature allowing customers to hide references, this has been developed in partnership with Surviving Economic Abuse, by hiding the reference from past or future payments made this will help victims of financial or economic abuse as the abuser may be controlling their finances or sending payments containing abusive references.  
To use this feature, Starling have clearly outlined to their customers what they need to do to activate this feature. They have made it simple as by swiping up from the app home screen to pull up the transaction feed, tapping on a payment that’s received with an unwanted reference, and tap the ‘hide’ icon. 
The feature does not stop money from crediting into the account, it simply means the payment references will not be seen. Customers can unhide payment references at any time. (Witherden, 2023)
Leading charity Surviving Economic Abuse (SEA) reports they have seen a 150 per cent increase in its website user numbers since April 2021 and strongly suggest anyone suffering from abuse should report to their bank whereby the abuse is impacting their financial situation for example a victim of financial abuse and or economic abuse. SEA acknowledge that approaching the bank with such a personal and sensitive vulnerability can be daunting, however customers should feel encouraged and empowered to do so. 
All banks are a signatory of the UK Finance Domestic Abuse Code of Practice, which sets out of how banks and building societies should support customers who are victim-survivors of economic or financial abuse. This is a code that is reviewed frequently by the FCA and has been recently amended to support vulnerable customers with the ongoing cost of living crisis.  
Many major banks have also partnered with charities directly, these services help survivors with the opening of bank accounts (non-geographical sort codes where needed) and gaining access to banking services, for example, internet banking and telephone banking.  
For example, TSB Bank work in partnership with Safe Spaces to ensure customers feel safe coming into their bank to discuss such abuse and Barclays Bank work in partnership with Refuge who will help victims make a safety plan to help leave an abuse relationship. 
Employees working for banks and building societies have all been trained in depth on how to deal with economic abuse, and have teamed up with charities such as SEA, SafeLives, Safe Spaces and Refuge.
SEA suggests asking to speak to someone in the customer support unit, who will have more specific knowledge to support the customer and their needs. These conversations will be recorded on file, to save the customer repeating it in the future and if the customer feels safe to do so, record the abuse on file. For example, there may be a note on the customer profile to ensure no information is given to the abuser. (Carrick, 2023)
HSBC UK launched a dedicated digital tool during August 2023 to help customers experiencing abuse direct access to specialist agents through online banking and telephone banking.
Maxine Pritchard, head of financial inclusion and vulnerability at HSBC UK has said “
We want to ensure that whenever a customer walks into one of our branches, picks up the phone to us, or visits us online that they can access the care they need. 
We have made every one of our branches a Safe Space for those experiencing domestic abuse, and through our No Fixed Address services we have helped people who have left abusive situations and are currently homeless, living in a refuge or sofa surfing.” (Pritchard, 2023)
Citizens Advice offer a handbook for banks and building societies to help customers suffering from financial abuse, the detail seven key recommendations what are: Validate disclosures, protect confidentiality, Offer, signpost or refer to the right source of help, Be proactive, Help victims to regain control of their financial affairs, Offer forbearance and Develop and implement a policy across your organisation. Please find each recommendation detailed below. 
Recommendation one: Validate disclosures. 
Victim/survivors need an accepting and helpful response when they disclose abuse. Research by citizens advice shows that victims fear of not being believed is a major barrier to them not disclosing the abuse to anyone, including family members or close friends. It is an important moment for victims to disclose such personal affairs and can affect what they do next in the abuse relationship and in their lives. 
Employees who have had the relevant training and who respond well to being told about abuse can make a significant difference to that person. If a victim finds the response to be cold, blaming or disbelieving, it may cause them significant distress, trauma and trust issues which could prolong the process of gaining help and moving towards being free from abuse.
Employees can validate an individual’s decision to disclose abuse and offer accepting, supportive responses such as “thank you for sharing this with me” or “I will help you get the support that you need”.  It is important for the employee to build a report with the customer so they feel comfortable sharing and the employee can ensure they get the correct internal or external help for the customer. 
Recommendation two: Protect confidentiality.
Data protection is paramount with all customers, however, especially with customers affected by abuse. These customers may need a tailored approach to keeping them and their information safe. This could be in the form of notes on the profile and/or account, a ‘tailored support flag’ which banks use to know the customer has vulnerabilities. Citizen’s advice gives an example of a joint-account correspondence e.g. Statement, change of terms and conditions etc that show the address of both parties can reveal a victim’s location to an abuser if they live in separate accommodations or of the victim has taken refuge. Statements will show a list of transactions that show ATMs, shops, banks that have been used by a victim this can lead to the perpetrator finding them.
Once the bank or building society have spoken with customer and been made aware that the victims information needs to be protected the bank or building society can start putting features in place, for example, the non-geographical sort code, stopping any post going to that address, adding a different correspondence address. 
Recommendation three: Offer, signpost or refer to the right source of help.
Bank and building societies need to be able to support customers in a timely manner to access help. By ensuring all employees are fully trained and have the resources needed both internal and external is paramount for the customer to feel safe and listened to during any interaction with an employee. Employees will need to clearly state what they can help the customer with internally and externally and provide and promote information that helps them. 
Recommendation four: Be proactive.
Victims may find it easier to disclose their abuse to a bank or building society if they create a culture where abuse is talked about and promote ways in which they can help victims. For example, TSB Bank and The Co-Operative Bank both have digital boards on the exterior of their branch windows displaying that they offer Safe Spaces for their customers to come in and talk through what is happening to them. 
Recommendation five: Help victims to regain control of their financial affairs.
In many cases victims and/or survivors need their bank or building society to help them reduce the barriers they face in dealing with the effects of financial, economic, or domestic abuse and in managing their own finances. For example, a victim could be experiencing several forms of financial abuse, and their affairs can become messy and overwhelming for them. 
Citizens Advice recommend that banks and building societies should put appropriate policies and procedures into place to help victims of financial abuse take back control their financial affairs. To do this they need to: make sure that victims of domestic abuse are not required to contact an abuser, for example, if the account is joint and needs two signatures.  
Ensure the customers can quickly access new services – for example new accounts, or advice and is supported by the employee to do these.  
Ensuring no services have been compromised by the abuser, for example, internet banking passwords, PIN numbers. 
Supporting the customer when either putting them in contact with a specialist teams or charity.
Recommendation six: Offer forbearance.
Victims of abuse can find it difficult to deal with their debt problems and will need more support and understanding from their banks and building societies than most customers. It is important that these victims get the appropriate support with their debt and arrears. Many banks and building societies have specialist systems to support customers in financial. Customers who are victims of abuse, specifically financial abuse could struggle for some time before achieving financial independence. Money Matters shows that more people reported financial abuse after separation than before – one in four women and one in five men who completed a representative survey. (Money Matters, 2022)
Recommendation seven: Develop and implement a policy across your organisation.
Victims who reach out to their bank or building society need them to be ready to help them, this business should offer sensitive, flexible and reliable support to the customers affected by any kind of abuse. It is paramount that employees know the individual bank or building societies policy and procedures, training and support they can give these customers. There should be a clear policy on dealing with financial abuse in intimate partner relationships. This policy would inform how the business deals with customers in vulnerable situations, their products, and services where applicable and third parties that they work with e.g., Woman’s Aid, Safe Space, Refuge etc. Business should focus on developing and implementing training programmes to all employees on understanding abuse and dealing well with customers who may be experiencing abuse. 

[bookmark: _Toc150275216]Conclusion 

In conclusion banks and building societies have come a long way over the past three years to support customer suffering from domestic and financial abuse. The Government and FCA have no recognised that the amount of people suffering from abuse is astonishing and with domestic abuse hitting an all time peak during the lockdown in the pandemic they knew they had to do something to help these people. With the help of many domestic abuse charities there are now policies, procedures, and audience in place for the banks and building societies to follow along with their independent training for employees. Victims now have options to hide abusive references, change their sort code to non-geographical and private online chat rooms. Branches now offer Safe Spaces for victims to come into their bank and have a private room to discuss their abuse and or financial abuse. 
Employees are trained on how to help and support these victims in an empathetic way, which allows the victim to share what is happening to them and feel listened to by a professional. As the figures show, domestic abuse is at an all time high with almost every case of domestic abuse victim being financially abused also, this means it is now more than ever crucial for the banks and building societies to do more to support their customer through these crisis’ and to ensure a good outcome for the customer. 
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